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57 ABSTRACT

In some embodiments, techniques for computer security
comprise receiving a first email, detecting a first link in the
email, wherein the first link is associated with a first link
destination, creating a second link associated with a second
link destination, wherein the second link destination is asso-
ciated with a predetermined address, providing a second
email, wherein the second email differs from the first email at
least by having the first link rewritten with the second link,
receiving an HTTP request for the second link destination,
determining the first link destination from the second link
destination, verifying that the first link destination is not
suspicious, and enabling navigation to the first link destina-
tion.

14 Claims, 8 Drawing Sheets
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FIG. 8
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EMAIL VERIFICATION OF LINK
DESTINATION

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of co-pending U.S.
patent application Ser. No. 14/170,609, entitled EMAIL
LINK REWRITING WITH LINK DESTINATION VERIFI-
CATION, filed Feb. 1, 2014, which is incorporated herein by
reference for all purposes, which is a continuation of co-
pending U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/502,906, now
U.S. Pat. No. 8,645,683, entitled VERIFIED NAVIGATION,
filed Aug. 11, 2006, which is incorporated herein by reference
for all purposes, which claims priority to U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 60/707,566, entitled TRUSTED
PATH AND ANTI-PHISHING, filed Aug. 11, 2005, which is
incorporated herein by reference for all purposes.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to the area of com-
puter security. More specifically, techniques for rewriting
links in email, verifying that the link destinations are not
suspicious, and enabling navigation if so, are disclosed.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Electronic documents such as web pages, emails and
instant messages often contain links that can be used to navi-
gate to other documents, such as web pages.

Such links frequently go to a location unintended by the
user, such as a phishing site. In many cases, such as in the case
of “phishing” messages or web sites hosting malicious con-
tent (either intentionally or inadvertently), such a location
may be associated with malicious document, which can cause
harm such as installation of malicious software or theft of
personal information.

Previous technologies for preventing phishing include
interception of a phishing message, prevention of site spoof-
ing, or detection of navigation to a malicious site. However,
no current filter is effective against all phishing messages,
sites can be spoofed despite the current countermeasures,
detection of malicious site navigation is error-prone, and
users may use devices or networks that are exempt from
firewalls and other real-time checks that may be instituted.
Furthermore, detection of a malicious site at the time an email
is received can sometimes result in a false negative because an
attacker can change site contents or DNS results so a security
check may initially succeed, but the destination may change
by the time a user clicks through to a malicious site

It would therefore be useful to be verify that a user’s
attempted navigation to a link destination will result in navi-
gation to a site that is verified not to be suspicious.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various embodiments of the invention are disclosed in the
following detailed description and the accompanying draw-
ings.

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a system for navigation enabling
verification, according to some embodiments.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a system for verifying navigation,
according to some embodiments.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a method for verifying naviga-
tion, according to some embodiments.
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FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a method for selecting an
intended destination, according to some embodiments.

FIG. 5 is an illustrative example of a selection of an
intended destination, according to some embodiments.

FIG. 6 is a diagram of a system for translating a link to a
redirect, according to some embodiments.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram of a method for filtering a docu-
ment, according to some embodiments.

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram of a method for verifying naviga-
tion of a redirected link, according to some embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The invention can be implemented in numerous ways,
including as a process, an apparatus, a system, a composition
of matter, a non-transitory computer readable medium such
as a computer readable storage medium, or a computer net-
work wherein program instructions are sent over optical or
electronic communication links. In this specification, these
implementations, or any other form that the invention may
take, may be referred to as techniques. In general, the order of
the steps of disclosed processes may be altered within the
scope of the invention.

A detailed description of one or more embodiments of the
invention is provided below along with accompanying figures
that illustrate the principles of the invention. The invention is
described in connection with such embodiments, but the
invention is not limited to any embodiment. The scope of the
invention is limited only by the claims and the invention
encompasses numerous alternatives, modifications and
equivalents. Numerous specific details are set forth in the
following description in order to provide a thorough under-
standing of the invention. These details are provided for the
purpose of example and the invention may be practiced
according to the claims without some or all of these specific
details. For the purpose of clarity, technical material that is
known in the technical fields related to the invention has not
been described in detail so that the invention is not unneces-
sarily obscured.

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a system for navigation enabling
verification, according to some embodiments. In this
example, a user machine 101 may be connected to a network
102. A user machine 101 may be any user-operated device
capable of performing programmed information processing.
Examples of a user machine include a personal computer, a
PDA, an internet appliance, and a cell phone. In some
embodiments, a user machine 101 may receive a document
through the network 102 from a document server 103.
Examples of a document include a web page, a document in
apage description language such as a PDF, a word processing
document, a database document and a spreadsheet. A user
machine 101 may receive a message via a network 102 from
a messaging server 104. A message refers herein to any elec-
tronic communication that may be presented to a user.
Examples of a message include an email, an instant message,
an SMS text message, and an RSS, Atom, or Bluetooth mes-
sage.

The network 102 may be any type of network, for example
a public network such as the internet or a cellular phone
network. In another example, the network 102 may be an
enterprise or home network, a virtual private network, or a
wireless network such as an 802.11 or Bluetooth network. In
some embodiments, the network 102 may include more than
one network. An example of a network 102 including more
than one network is a local area network connected to a public
network such as the internet.
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A document server 103 may be connected to the network
102. The document server 103 may be any entity capable of
providing a document, such as a web server that provides a
document through a protocol such as HI'TP. The document
server 103 may provide a document that includes an embed-
ded request for secure data entry. A document refers herein to
any data that may be referenced by an address, including a file
on a computer filesystem, an entry in a database table, a web
page, and dynamically generated data provided by a server
such as an HTTP server.

A messaging server 104, such as a Mail Transfer Agent
(MTA), POP or IMAP server, or instant messaging server,
may be connected to the network 102. The messaging server
104 may provide a message to the user machine 101. In some
embodiments, a messaging server 104 and user machine 101
may be associated with an enterprise network such as a LAN
or virtual private network.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a system for verifying navigation,
according to some embodiments. In this example, a naviga-
tion detector 201 detects a navigation action, such as a user
clicking on a link in a message or other document. A link
analyzer 202 determines whether a link is to be processed as
suspicious. In various embodiments, a link analyzer 202 may
process all links as suspicious, or may process only links with
(or lacking) certain properties as suspicious. A link analyzer
202 may employ various external data sources such as a
whitelist 203 and/or blacklist 204 to help determine whether
a link is to be processed as suspicious.

A link verifier 206 triggers verification of the intended
destination of a suspicious link against the destination con-
tained in the link. A link verifier 206 may use historical
information 207 in such its verification, for example by pre-
senting a menu of possible intended destinations including
one or more historically used destinations. A navigator 205
permits or interferes with navigation to a location associated
with the link, based on suspiciousness and/or the result of
verification.

Further details of the operation of this FIG. 2 are discussed
in conjunction with the remaining Figures.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a method for verifying naviga-
tion, according to some embodiments. In this example, an
attempt to traverse a link may be detected (301). An example
of detecting an attempt to traverse a link is to receive an event
indicating that a user has selected the link, for example by
clicking on a hyperlink with a pointing device such as a
mouse. In some embodiments, a link may be associated with
a document such as an email, instant message, SMS message
or web page.

In some embodiments, detecting an attempt to traverse a
link may include receiving a navigation event in a document
browser such as a web browser, for example as a result of
hooking an event handler corresponding to the navigation
event. In the example of Microsoft Internet Explorer, detect-
ing that an attempt to traverse a link has been made may
include receiving a BeforeNavigate2 event. In such a sce-
nario, the url argument may be evaluated to determine a link
associated with an attempted traversal.

It may be determined whether the link is suspicious (302).
In some embodiments, all links may be considered suspi-
cious. Other examples of determining whether a link is sus-
picious include determining that a link is obfuscated, for
example that a link contains suspicious UTF-8 encoded char-
acters; determining that a link is associated with text that is
substantially a well-formed URL that is different than the
actual link destination; determining that a link includes an
embedded username and/or password; determining thata link
is associated with an image map with an actual destination
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substantially different than an HREF associated with the
image map; and determining that a link is associated with a
message such as an email that is suspicious, for example
because a message filter has determined that it is likely to be
spam or phish, or because the message is not authenticated.
Examples of message authentication include an S/MIME sig-
nature, DKIM, and SPF/Sender-ID/SIDF.

Other examples of determining whether a link is suspicious
include determining whether a link destination is associated
with a site substantially different than a site associated with a
document containing the link, and determining whether a link
destination is not associated with a set of visited, recently
visited and/or frequently visited sites.

In some embodiments, determining whether a link is sus-
picious may include consulting a whitelist, and considering
the link unsuspicious if the link is associated with the
whitelist. An example of a link associated with a whitelist is
a link matching a whitelist entry either exactly or approxi-
mately, for example matching in domain and/or subdomain
(s).

In some embodiments, determining whether a link is sus-
picious may include consulting a blacklist, such as a static or
dynamically updated blacklist, and considering the link sus-
picious or banning navigation to the link altogether if the link
is associated with the blacklist. An example of a link associ-
ated with a blacklist is a link matching a blacklist entry either
exactly or approximately, for example matching in domain
and/or subdomain(s).

Ifitis determined that the link is not suspicious (302), then
in this example the link traversal is allowed (305).

If it is determined that the link is suspicious (302), then in
this example an intended destination is received (303). One
example of receiving an intended destination is to prompt for
the input of an intended destination and receive an input, such
as a name, complete or partial domain name, or a site name,
typed into a text box. Another example of receiving an
intended destination is to present at least two candidate des-
tinations and receive a selection, for example as discussed in
conjunction with FIG. 4.

It may be determined whether the intended destination
matches a destination associated with the link (304). An
example of determining whether the intended destination
matches a destination associated with the link is to perform a
string comparison. Another example is to determine whether
an element of an intended destination, such as a domain
and/or subdomain, matches a corresponding element of a
destination associated with the link.

If it is determined that the intended destination matches a
destination associated with the link (304), then in this
example link traversal is allowed (305). Ifit is determined that
the intended destination does not match a destination associ-
ated with the link (304), then in this example link traversal is
interfered with (306). Examples of interfering with link tra-
versal include not traversing the link, and displaying a user
interface element, which may include a warning message
and/or user-selectable options such as options to report a
phishing attempt, traverse the link, and/or not traverse the
link. Another example of interfering with link traversal is to
require re-verification.

An illustrative example of an application of the technique
of'this FIG. 3 is to intercept auser’s clicks on links in an email,
and to verify that the user intended to visit any suspicious
locations to which he or she would be navigating were the link
to be traversed.

FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a method for selecting an
intended destination, according to some embodiments. In this
example, a link destination is to be verified (401). An example



US 9,325,727 B1

5

of a context in which a link destination is to be verified is that
the user has attempted to traverse an associated link, and
optionally that the link was determined to be suspicious.

One or more alternate link destinations may be determined
(403). An alternate link destination refers herein to a location
that corresponds to a site other than the link destination, for
example a location that is believed to correspond to a legiti-
mate site. In various embodiments, an alternate link destina-
tion may be predetermined, or may be associated with a
location that a user has previously visited.

In some embodiments, an alternate link destination may be
selected from among predetermined and/or previously visited
destinations based on closeness to the actual link destination,
for example by selecting an alternate link destination that is
close to the actual link destination. Examples of determining
the closeness of two destinations include determining that
one destination is a substring of another, selecting a destina-
tion with a relatively long common substring, prefix or suffix
in common with the actual destination, matching including
transformations such as removing prefixes and/or semanti-
cally unimportant characters such as hyphens and/or under-
lines, disregarding top-level domains, subdomains, directo-
ries and/or arguments in a destination, selecting destination
(s) with relatively small edit distance(s) relative to the link
destination, and/or other ways to perform approximate text
matching known to those skilled in the art.

A destination menu including the actual destination and
one or more alternate destinations may be presented (404).
Examples of a menu include a pulldown menu such as the
pulldown menu illustrated in FIG. 5, and an enumeration of
selectable choices such as menu items associated with radio
buttons. In some embodiments, a single alternate destination
may be included in the menu. In some embodiments, multiple
alternate destinations may be included in the menu, for
example all within a predetermined closeness metric to the
actual destination, or the N alternate destinations closest to
the actual destination, such as two, three, four, or five. Insome
embodiments, the candidates may be randomly ordered. In
some embodiments, the candidates may be canonically
ordered, for example alphabetically or by recentness and/or
frequency of use. An example of presenting a destination is to
present the entire destination. Another example of presenting
a destination is to present a portion of the destination, for
example the name of a site, domain and/or subdomain
stripped of extraneous information. In various embodiments,
subdomains, arguments, embedded usernames and/or pass-
words, directory elements and/or page names may be consid-
ered extraneous for this purpose. A user may be allowed to
select an intended destination from among the actual desti-
nation and one or more alternate destinations.

It may be determined whether the destination associated
with the link has been selected (405). If it is determined that
the destination associated with the link has been selected
(405), then in this example a match is indicated (406). An
example of indicating a match is to return a code to a caller
indicating that the match occurred. If it is determined that the
user has selected an alternate destination (405), then in this
example a mismatch is indicated (407). An example of indi-
cating a mismatch is to return a code to a caller indicating that
the match did not occur. Another example of indicating a
mismatch is to present a user interface element indicating that
a mismatch has occurred, including one or more options
which may include re-selecting an intended destination and/
or cancelling navigation. In some embodiments, for example
as discussed in conjunction with 304 of FIG. 3 or 804 of FIG.
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8, a match may be associated with permitting navigation, and
a mismatch may be associated with interfering with naviga-
tion.

FIG. 5 is an illustrative example of a selection of an
intended destination, according to some embodiments. In
various embodiments, a user interface such as the user inter-
face of this FIG. 5 may be displayed as described in conjunc-
tion with 3, 4 or 8. In this example, a user interface element
such as a window 501 contains elements including one or
more of a descriptive message 502, a destination character-
ization 503, a prompt 504, a selector 505, a destination asso-
ciated with a link 506, one or more alternate destinations 507,
options to allow one-time navigation 508 and to add a link
destination to a whitelist 509, and actions to cancel 510 or
navigate 511.

A descriptive message 502 may contain a description of the
purpose of the user interface element. A destination charac-
terization 503 may provide information relating to a link that
is potentially being traversed, such as a characterization of the
destination of that link.

A prompt 504 may request the user to perform an action to
select an intended destination from two or more candidate
destinations. Candidate destinations may include a destina-
tion associated with a link 506, and one or more alternate
destinations 507 which are not associated with the link. Such
destinations may be fully specified, or abbreviated or other-
wise processed for display, such as by showing only domains
and/or subdomains.

In some embodiments, options relating to navigation may
be provided, such as an option to allow navigation just once
508 or to whitelist 509, which may in various embodiments
whitelist a specific destination associated with the link, or
whitelist an entire domain and/or subdomain(s) or other por-
tion of a destination, such as a directory associated with a
URL.

Navigation options may be provided, such as an option to
cancel navigation 510 and/or an option to perform navigation
511.

FIG. 6 is a diagram of a system for translating a link to a
redirect, according to some embodiments. In this example, a
document 601, such as an email 602, a web page 603, or an
instant message 604, is an input to a document filter 605
incorporating a link detector 606, which detects one or more
links associated with the document.

A link translator 607 may translate a link into a redirect, for
example by creating a link associated with a predetermined
destination, incorporating an argument associated with the
original link destination. For example, a link of the form
http://www.questionable.com might be translated into a link
of the form http://www.processor.com/
redirect?link=www.questionable.com.

A document provider 608 may provide a document with
zero or more translated links, for example by storing the
document or providing the document to a caller.

In some embodiments, the system of this FIG. 6 may be
associated with a messaging server such as messaging server
104 of FIG. 1.

Further details of the operation of this FIG. 6 are discussed
in conjunction with the remaining Figures.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram of a method for filtering a docu-
ment, according to some embodiments. In this example, a
document is received (701). Examples of receiving a docu-
ment include receiving a message such as an email at a mes-
saging server such as messaging server 104 of FIG. 1 orata
user machine such as user machine 101 of FIG. 1; receiving a
document such as a web page at a document browser; and
opening a document stored on a disk or other storage.
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It may be determined whether a link associated with the
document remains to be processed (702). If it is determined
that all links have been processed (702), then in this example
the document is provided (703). An example of providing a
document is to store the document, for example associated
with a user’s mail queue. Another example of providing a
document is to pass it to a caller.

If it determined that a link remains to be processed (702),
then in this example it is determined whether the next link is
suspicious (704). Examples of determining suspiciousness of
a link are described in conjunction with 302 of FIG. 3, and
include determining that all links are suspicious.

Ifit is determined that the link is not suspicious (704), then
in this example another link may be processed, if present
(702). If it is determined that the link is suspicious (704), then
in this example a destination associated with the link is rewrit-
ten to include a redirect (705).

An example of rewriting a link to include a redirect is to
create a link whose base destination is predetermined, incor-
porating an argument associated with the original link desti-
nation. For example, a link of the form http://www.question-
able.com, In which a predetermined destination is associated
with http://www.processor.com, might be translated into a
link of  the form http://www.processor.com/
redirect?link=www.questionable.com. In some embodi-
ments, a predetermined base destination may be associated
with a server such as a web server, for example a web server
operated by an enterprise or by an external party over a
network such as network 102 of FIG. 1.

The rewritten link may be substituted for the original link
(706), for example by replacing the original link with the
rewritten link within the document, or by writing the rewritten
link into an incrementally constructed copy of the original
document, containing one or more rewritten links. Another
link may be processed, if present (702).

An illustrative example of an application of the technique
of'this FIG. 7 is to intercept an incoming email message, and
rewrite links in the email to refer to a site that will ensure that
any suspicious link destinations to which he or she would be
navigating will be subject to verification.

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram of a method for verifying naviga-
tion of a redirected link, according to some embodiments. In
this example, a redirected link is received (801). An example
of receiving a redirected link is to receive a request such as an
HTTP request at a server such as a web server, which may in
various embodiments be controlled by an enterprise, or by a
third party. Such an HTTP request may include an original
link destination, for example as an argument in a URL, such
as an argument following a “?” or “&” in the URL, or for
example as POST data in an HTTP request. In some embodi-
ments, sucha URL may have been constructed as described in
conjunction with FIG. 7.

It may be determined whether the original link destination
is suspicious (802). Examples of determining whether a link
destination is suspicious are discussed in conjunction with
302 of FIG. 3.

Ifit is determined that the link is not suspicious (802), then
in this example traversal to the original link destination is
allowed (805). An example of allowing traversal to the origi-
nal link destination is to redirect a web page to the original
link destination.

If it is determined that the link is suspicious (802), then in
this example an intended destination is received (803).
Examples of receiving an intended destination are discussed
in conjunction with 303 of FIG. 3, and FIG. 4.

It may be determined whether the intended destination
matches the original link destination (804), for example as
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described in conjunction with 304 of FIG. 3. If it is deter-
mined that the intended destination matches the original link
destination (804), then in this example traversal to the original
link is allowed (805). If it is determined that the intended
destination does not match the original link destination (804),
then in this example traversal to the original link is interfered
with (806). Examples of interfering with traversal are dis-
cussed in conjunction with 306 of FIG. 3.

An illustrative example of an application of the technique
of this FIG. 8 is to receive a redirected link traversal from an
email that has been processed as described in conjunction
with FIG. 7, and ensure that a potentially suspicious link
destination is subject to verification.

Although the foregoing embodiments have been described
in some detail for purposes of clarity of understanding, the
invention is not limited to the details provided. There are
many alternative ways of implementing the invention. The
disclosed embodiments are illustrative and not restrictive.

What is claimed is:

1. A computer-implemented method, comprising:

receiving a first email;

detecting a first link in the email, wherein the first link is

associated with a first link destination;

creating a second link, wherein the second link is associ-

ated with a second link destination, wherein the second
link destination is associated with a predetermined
address, wherein the predetermined address is associ-
ated with a verification site, wherein the verification site
enables navigation to the first link destination, subject to
verification that the first link destination is not suspi-
cious;

rewriting the first link with the second link;

providing a second email, wherein the second email differs

from the first email at least by having the first link
rewritten with the second link;

receiving an HTTP request associated with the verification

site, wherein the HTTP request is for the second link
destination;

determining the first link destination from the second link

destination;
responsive to receiving the HTTP request associated with the
verification site,

verifying that the first link destination is not suspicious;

and

responsive to verifying that the first link destination is not

suspicious, enabling navigation to the first link destina-
tion.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein enabling navigation to
the first link destination includes providing a redirect to the
first link destination.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising determining
that the first email is suspicious; and wherein rewriting the
first link with the second link is responsive to determining that
the first email is suspicious.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein verifying that the first
link destination is not suspicious includes at least one of
determining that the first link destination is not associated
with a blacklist, determining that the first link destination is
associated with a whitelist, determining that the first link
destination is associated with a previous navigation, deter-
mining that the first link is not obfuscated, determining that
the first link is not associated with a second destination,
wherein the second destination is different than the first link
destination, determining that the first link destination is asso-
ciated with an electronic document, wherein the electronic
document is determined not to be suspicious, determining
that the first link destination is the same as a third destination,



US 9,325,727 B1

9

wherein the third destination is associated with a second
electronic document and wherein the second electronic docu-
ment is associated with the first link, and determining that the
first link destination is associated with a domain, wherein the
domain is not suspicious.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the first link
destination from the second link destination includes extract-
ing an argument from the second link destination.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein receiving the email is
done at an SMTP server.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein receiving the HTTP
request is done at a web server.

8. A computer program product, the computer program
product being embodied in a non-transitory computer read-
able medium and comprising computer instructions for:

receiving a first email;

detecting a first link in the email, wherein the first link is

associated with a first link destination;

creating a second link, wherein the second link is associ-

ated with a second link destination, wherein the second
link destination is associated with a predetermined
address, wherein the predetermined address is associ-
ated with a verification site, wherein the verification site
enables navigation to the first link destination, subject to
verification that the first link destination is not suspi-
cious;

rewriting the first link with the second link;

providing a second email, wherein the second email differs

from the first email at least by having the first link
rewritten with the second link;

receiving an HTTP request associated with the verification

site, wherein the HTTP request is for the second link
destination;

determining the first link destination from the second link

destination;
responsive to receiving the HTTP request associated with the
verification site,

verifying that the first link destination is not suspicious;

and
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responsive to verifying that the first link destination is not
suspicious, enabling navigation to the first link destina-
tion.

9. The computer program product of claim 8, wherein
enabling navigation to the first link destination includes pro-
viding a redirect to the first link destination.

10. The computer program product of claim 8, further
comprising determining that the first email is suspicious; and
wherein rewriting the first link with the second link is respon-
sive to determining that the first email is suspicious.

11. The computer program product of claim 8, wherein
verifying that the first link destination is not suspicious
includes at least one of determining that the first link desti-
nation is not associated with a blacklist, determining that the
first link destination is associated with a whitelist, determin-
ing that the first link destination is associated with a previous
navigation, determining that the first link is not obfuscated,
determining that the first link is not associated with a second
destination, wherein the second destination is different than
the first link destination, determining that the first link desti-
nation is associated with an electronic document, wherein the
electronic document is determined not to be suspicious, deter-
mining that the first link destination is the same as a third
destination, wherein the third destination is associated with a
second electronic document and wherein the second elec-
tronic document is associated with the first link, and deter-
mining that the first link destination is associated with a
domain, wherein the domain is not suspicious.

12. The computer program product of claim 8, wherein
determining the first link destination from the second link
destination includes extracting an argument from the second
link destination.

13. The computer program product of claim 8, wherein
receiving the email is done at an SMTP server.

14. The computer program product of claim 8, wherein
receiving the HT'TP request is done at a web server.
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